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THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH IS READING, PA. 

BT HENRY MAT KEIM. 

John Penn, in his Journal, printed in the Pennsylvania 
Magazine (Vol. HI., p. 292), says: "It [Carlisle] has an Eng- 
lish Church (which is not the case at Reading)." It might 
be of interest to the readers of the Magazine to know why 
this was not the case in Reading-town in 1788. 

A short time after Berks County was formed, in 1752, and 
Reading became a county town, the Reverend Alexander 
Murray, as a missionary, visited these parts to spy out the land. 
He came and went, it has been said, on divers occasions, it 
is not known whether as a postulant or deacon, visiting the 
settlements of Maiden Creek, penetrating the Tulpehocken 
Valley, the home of the Palatine and the Indian, on the 
extreme edge of western civilization. "We find in " Papers 
relating to the History of the Church in Pennsylvania, 
A. D. 1680-1778," Edited by William Stevens Perry, D.D., 
the present Bishop of Iowa, a number of interesting docu- 
ments relating to the Reading Church. 

In 1760,a petition was presented to the Society for the "Pro- 
pagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts," from the inhabitants 
of Berks, asking that a missionary be sent over to permanently 
reside in Reading. Berks county was represented as a growing 
one, situated on the frontiers of the province, " and hath 
never yet had any English Minister of any denomination 
settled in it." This the signers of the petition regretted, on 
account of their " children and families who live entirely 
destitute of those Instructions which we in our younger days 
had the happiness to be blest with in our native places." 
Possibly on the recommendation of Mr. Murray, the Rev. 
Dr. "William Smith had been invited to preach among them, 
and they had received encouragement to appeal to the S. P. 
G. In conjunction with the Molatton Congregation they 
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said that they had entered into a subscription agreeing to pay 
a missionary, sixty pounds Pennsylvania money. They also 
suggest, "If the Society have no particular person in view 
for us as a Missionary, there is a young Gentleman, Mr. 
Joseph Mather, now in London, born of creditable parents in 
this province, and educated at College of Philadelphia, who 
we believe would do us good service if he could be prevailed 
upon to come to this place and undertake the fatigues to 
which a new Mission near the frontiers, must necessarily be 
subject." 

In an account of the Missions in Pennsylvania drawn up 
for the Archbishop of Canterbury, May 2d, 1760, it is said — 
"In & about Eeading the chief town of Berks, a Mission 
might be opened to great advantage ; and the people are now 
about framing a Petition to the Society & making a Sub- 
scription, in order if possible to obtain an English Missionary 
in those places where there is at present scarce any Religious 
Worship, except what is kept among the Germans in their 
own Language." 

In a letter to the Secretary of the Society in August of the 
same year the Eev. "William Smith writes: "You will ob- 
serve that in the transactions of our late Convention thewhole 
Body of the Clergy of this province recommended Eeading 
as a place fit to open a Mission in. There is an old Swedish 
Settlement about 15 miles lower towards Philadelphia that 
petitions along with the Town of Eeading, and hath a Church 
ready built, and I do give it as my honest and most candid 
Judgment, that I know of no place, where a Mission is more 
wanted." 

The following extract is from a letter of the Eev. Alex- 
ander Murray, dated Eeading, 9th of April, 1763, to the 
Secretary of the S. P. G.: — 

"After my arrival here I lost no time in visiting the fami- 
lies of our Communion throughout my Mission. In this dis- 
trict of it, where the County Town of Eeading lies, there 
are seven families of these amounting to the number of 48 
Souls, of which twelve are under 7 years of age. Besides 
these there are about 20 unbaptized Anabaptists who reside 
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in Town and now and then make up a part of our Congre- 
gation . . . 

" The state of this part of the Mission is considerably al- 
tered since the year 1760, when the Society was addressed 
for a Missionary, by the removal of several and death of 
others besides. It was then expected that many of the Pres- 
byterian families in Town, and in time all of them, would 
have united with the Church people, but no Missionary being 
appointed timeously enough for that purpose, they, towards 
the close of last Summer, employed a preacher of their own 
persuasion, and, to establish themselves the more firmly and 
respectably, are building a very neat Meeting-house in Town, 
and being none of the most bigotted sort, have raised a large 
sum to purchase an Organ for it. Thus this opportunity, 
which promised so fair for a Junction, being lost, it is hard 
to say when such another will offer again. However, at 
Molatton, the other District of the Mission, there are 36 
families of our Church consisting of 232 Souls, whereof 65 
are under 7 years of age ; all of these are baptized to a very 
few, being chiefly of Swedish Extract. At Molatton there 
is a ruinous kind of Church built of Logs or rough Timber 
about 30 years ago by the Swedes, and as a great part of the 
Congregation there consists of these I bave been hitherto 
allowed the use of it, but it matters very little whether I am 
or not for the future as it will cost as much to repair it 
as would build a new one of like materials & dimensions in 
a rather more convenient centrical place. In the County 
Town where I reside there is no Church at all, so that we 
meet in a Dwelling-house that is hired for holding the Civil 
Courts in. Nor is there any Glebe or parsonage-house in 
either of the two places, nor allowance made for the want 
of them above the £60 currency they engaged to the Society 
to pay the Missionary, and this sum only each for himself 
from year to year and for no longer time, and as they are 
people of contracted fortunes it is not in their power to fur- 
nish any of these different accommodations for a Minister, 
nor that liberal encouragement their inclinations, which I 
think are very good, would otherwise lead them to give. 
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" What the number of Inhabitants in this County is I have 
not yet been able to learn, only in this Town which was 
founded about 11 years ago. 1 There are 210 families, that is 
about 1300 persons young and old, 110 of these families are 
German Lutherans, who have a Minister of their own, and 
about half as many German Calvanists, the rest chiefly Qua- 
kers and a few Papists, with 6 or 7 families belonging to our 
Church. The County for miles around this Town is thick 
peopled, but what few else than Germans and Quakers the 
former being computed 12 to 1 of all other Nations together, 
and seem to be abundantly well provided in Teachers of one 
denomination or another, and as long as they are so Blindly 
attached to their Native Tongue as they are at present an 
English Minister can be of no great service to them. For 
tho' they might be at no loss for English Schoolmasters, yet 
they choose to send their Children rather to German Schools, 
which they have everywhere in great plenty." 

The year following he wrote: "My congregation here has 
increased from 7 to 18 families consisting of 121 Souls, Young 
and Old. Of the New Members some were Presbyterians, 
some Baptists, some Quakers, and some of our Communion 
lately settled in Town. Of the Quakers and Baptists I 
christened 13 on last Christmas day, and 5 before then ; of 
whom 10 were adult persons, particularly one gentleman, the 
principal attorney-at-Law in this place, whose example had 
a very good effect in disposing the rest to be admitted into 
the church by Baptism. These 18 with 7 Infants besides, 
are all I have Baptized in the district of Reading since last 
April. I dispensed the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper to 
5 persons Christmas last, and with these I was obliged to re- 
tire to a private house on this occasion as we have no church 
like others, to assemble in. The congregation at Molatton, 
the other part of my Mission, has decreased by Removals to 
29 families, making in all 185 ; of which I have baptized 2 
adults and 12 Infants. I can no more prevail on that people 

1 The Parson is mistaken in this fact ; Reading was laid out and the first 
house built in 1748. Therefore, 11 should be 15. 
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than these here in Town to engage heartily in any scheme 
for Building a church ; so I despair of seeing one erected in 
either of the places for some time to come, as I do of a par- 
sonage house and Glebe, without which it is no easy matter 
to live in a Town — and for voluntary subscriptions, they are 
so very precarious, trifling, and troublesome to collect, that 
little more can long be depended upon here, than the Socie- 
ty's Salary." 

In this letter Mr. Murray speaks of the troubles existing 
in the congregations of other denominations, and of the fact 
that their ministers were "concerned in every branch of 
trade, and hold civil and military offices," and adds: "The 
Baptists are rather the least factious, therefore I performed 
Divine Service Sunday last in one of their meeting houses 
about 6 miles from here, and if I meet with any encourage- 
ment and success among them I shall advise the Society, that 
I may be allowed to attend them at stated times." 

In his next letter (25th June, 1765) to the Secretary of 
S. P. G. Mr. Murray says : — 

" Since 24th January, 1764, that my last Nolitia parochialis 
was sent home, I baptized 39 children and three grown per- 
sons besides an Attorney-at-Law here with his children who 
were bred among the Baptists and Quakers. This Gen- 
tleman with the other Attorney I christened the year before, 
are among the fastest and ablest friends our Church has here. 
No communicants have offered since and I'm afraid will not 
till some decent places of public worship are prepared. 
With the last communicants I retired into a private room. 
We have presently the use of the Court house to assemble in 
for Divine service, and it is common to all the Sectaries 
that may occasionally convene there for the like purpose. 

" My congregation here at Reading is now increased from 
seven families at first, to 22. The other in the country at 
Molatton has neither diminished nor increased much since the 
commencement of the Mission and consists presently of 30 
families, and both places including the single persons resid- 
ing in the other families, amount to the number of Three 
hundred and thirty-one young and old. 
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" The Baptists whom I mentioned in my last letter were, 
soon after I officiated in their Meeting, supplied by their 
former preacher, who thought it advisable to return to them, 
when he saw them generally disposed to conform to our 
Church, whose service I punctually observed at the different 
times they invited me. Some of them come to Church here 
now and then ever since. As the preacher is an old Man, it 
is more than probable that all the younger people among 
will unite very readily with us upon his death or removal 
again." 

He then speaks of the Roman Catholic Congregation in 
Reading — served by a Jesuit priest once a month — as having 
had on Trinity Sunday the considerable number of 200 com- 
municants. 

The parish founded in Reading by Rev. Mr. Murray was 
called "St. Mary's" after the principal parish of Reading, 
Berkshire, England, the home of the Penns, and he minis- 
tered in it, in connection with St. Gabriel's Parish, Molat- 
ton, Berks County, now Douglassville. As clerk of Christ 
Church, Reading, I received some years ago, a bundle of 
papers indorsed ''Papers relating to St. Mary's Mission of 
the Church of England in Reading. Received by R. U. Mor- 
gan, Rector Christ Church, from J. Pringle Jones, Esq., May 
31, 1843. They were found by him among papers of Edward 
Biddle, Esq., in one of the county offices." From these 
fragments of minutes, and from other sources, I glean the 
following : " May 27, 1765. This day the Vestry ordered 
the accounts of James Read and John Paton, Esqrs., Church 
"Wardens, from 10th December, 1763, to 10th December, 1764, 
and were passed, they having paid in full the subscription 
for the benefit of the Revd. Mr. Alexr. Murray, Missionary, 
being 41 pounds, of which they and their successors in office 
and all concerned, are hereby declared to be discharged. 
The congregation next proceeded to an election of Church 
Wardens and Vestrymen, when the following gentlemen 
were chosen: — 

Edward Biddle, esq., ) Church 
James Deimer, esq., ) Wardens. 
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James Read, John Paton, Jones Seely, \ 

James Whitehead, John Price, Mark Bird) V Vestrymen. 

Peter Witherington, George Hinton, ) 

Jasper Scull, James Scull, John Scull, Sidesmen, and Quest- 
men. 

Resolved — that the Missionary and Church Wardens apply 
to the Lieutenant-Governor to grant a certain lot in the 
Town of Reading, No. 396, for building an Episcopal Ghurch 
upon, as the Honorable Proprietors have given orders for 
that purpose." In this connection I have the following 
transcript from the Land Office of Pennsylvania: — 

"A copy of a Book in y* Secretary's office, taken 6 Octo. 
1763, & compared. 

Reading — The following is an exact List of the Lots in 
Reading, and the names of those that built upon or are 
about building. 

Land OfMce, 1 July, 1763, 

WM. PETERS, Secy. 

394. Church of England, by Erancis Morgan and Evan 

Price. 

395. Proprietor. 

396. Church of England, if permitted by the Proprietor." 
So the parish had one lot in possession, with the prospect 

of a second. These lots were 60 by 230 feet. During the 
Revolution, a portion of the building material collected on 
lot No. 394, for the building of a church, was removed to 
lot No. 71, the property of James Diemer, one of the Ves- 
trymen, on North Callowhill (now Fifth) Street above Penn. 
Probably one reason for this removal was on account of the 
distance of lot No. 394, at the corner of Prince and Margaret 
(now Sixth and Walnut) Streets, from the built-up portions 
of the town. 

In all these minutes, I notice a continual change of officers 
of the parish. Almost each Vestryman, at some time or 
other, became a Warden, and a Sidesman became a Vestry- 
man, and then back again to the ranks. This may have been 
a matter of good policy. I think, however, I see a want of 
agreement in the parish, for I found among the papers, the 
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scrap of a sermon preached by the good Missionary to his 
flock, upon the texts : Colossians, ii. 2 ; I. Thessalonians, v. 
13 ; St. John, xiii. 34, 35 ; II. Corinthians, xiii. 11 ; Hebrews, 
xiii. 1; Romans, xii. 10; Ephesians, iv. 15, 16. "Let Bro- 
therly love continue. Be kindly affectionate one to another, 
with Brotherly love. Being knit together in love. Be at 
peace among yourselves. That ye love one another. By 
this, all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love 
one to another. Be of one mind, live in peace." The rev- 
erend gentleman took great pains to search the Scriptures in 
behalf of his suffering congregation. 

At the meeting of 10th January, 1765, the following peti- 
tion was authorized: "To the Honourable, y° Representatives 
of the Freemen of the Province of Pens* in Gen 1 Ass y met. 
The Petition of the Miss y & Vestry of the English Church 
in the Town of Reading, in the County of Berks 

Most humbly Sheweth — 

That y* ven 1 soc y in London for y* Propagation of the 
Gospel in Foreign Parts, ever attentive to y e Design of its 
Institution, & having the Interests of Rlyn in Am 1 very much 
at heart, have lately, in Kind Condescension to our Sp 1 wants, 
been pleased to open a Mission at Reading, on just expecta- 
tion at the same time that a Decent House would be Pro- 
vided for public worship, after the Form used in y« Church 
of England, towards Erecting which House, the members of 
that Church here, after a most Liberal Subscription, are not 
capable of contributing more than £200. That our Brethren 
y" Germans, have Erected Churches in this Town at a con- 
siderable expense, but are not able to give us any assistance 
at a time when y e Town has just Recovered itself from y° 
Heavy Misfortunes of a war at our Doors. That y e ven 1 So- 
ciety have, in Great Regard to this Province, opened many 
Missions in it, & we are fully persuaded will Receive much 
satisfaction whenever they shall find the Hon 1 Representa- 
tives of the Good People of Pensylv a giving a Kind Counte- 
nance to the Church of England, whereof they are members: 
a Church which every Dissenting person considers as y* Bul- 
wark of the Protestant Religion & of liberty— and that your 
Petitioners have heard that a Petition is Exhibited to your 
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Hon 1 House by the Ministers and Vestries of the United 
Churches of Christ Church & St. Peter's Church in Phila d , 
for a Bill granting a Lottery for the Benefit of these Churches. 
"Wherefore humbly pray, that if any such Bill should be 
presented to the Honourable y e Gov r to be passed into a Law, 
that Law may enable the members of the Church of Eng- 
land here, to Eaise a Sum not exceeding £500 for Erecting 
a Church in Reading. And they shall ever pray, &c. 

ALEXANDER MURRAY, 

Missionary." 

An Act was passed by the Assembly on the 15th of Feb- 
ruary, 1765, " For raising by way of Lottery, the sum of 
3003 Lbs. 15 shillings, to be applied to payment of arrears 
of debt due for the finishing St. Peter's and St. Paul's Ep. 
Ch. in the City of Philadelphia, and towards finishing the 
Ep. Ch. at Carlisle, and the building an Ep. Ch. in each of 
the towns of York and Reading, and repairing the Ep. Ch. 
at Molattin, St. Gabriel's." This lottery business gave the 
parish excitement and recreation for some time, for in the 
proceedings of the 17th August, 1766, we find: " Letter dated 
22 July last from Paul Fooks, Secretary of the Board of 
Directors of St. Peter's Lottery, &c. to the Rev. Mr. Murray, 
Missionary, and the Church Wardens of St. Mary's Episcopal 
Church of Reading, relative to the said lottery was produced 
and read, and the same being considered and ordered to be 
kept in retentis. It was unanimously Resolved : That the 
Church "Wardens take two hundred tickets more in said Lot- 
tery, and that the Vestry will be assisting in disposing of 
them in case the drawing of the lottery is put off till the 
second week in October next, and the Missionary and Vestry 
hereby do appoint the Church "Wardens to apply for said 
number and report accordingly at next Meeting." 

On the 11 June, 1765, the parish presented the following 
petition : To the Venerable Society for the Propagation of 
the Gospel in Foreign Parts. 

" The Petition of Church "Wardens & Vestry of the Episco- 
pal Congregation at Reading in the County of Berks and 
Province of Pennsylvania, most humbly Sheweth : — 
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" That your Petitioners Do w h y e Sincerest Gratitude ac- 
knowledge the Important Favor Shewed them in opening a 
Mission for the Relief of their Spiritual Wants in this Frontier 
Part of his Majesty's Colonies, & in Return are disposed to do 
everything Incumbent on them to Settle it on a Respectable 
and Lasting Foundation (to the best of their abilities). W h 
this view your Petitioners lately addressed the Gen 1 Assem- 
bly of this Province for the Benefit of a Lottery to assist 
them in Building an Episcopal Church in the County Town 
of Reading, and accordingly an Act was readily passed Grant- 
ing them (among others) £315 for that pious and Commend- 
able purpose. To this Sum your Petitioners have bound 
themselves to add £200. We have Good Reason to Expect 
that when our Church is finished, many more will associate 
w h us, & enable us Soon after to purchase a Glebe and Par- 
sonage house, and we hope from the Growth of our Congre- 
gation to Raise our Minister's Salary by Renting y* Pews to 
more then y e amount of what we have at this Time Concluded 
upon, which, tho' much under what we could wish, is, in our 
present Situation, as much as we can Grant. We are Con- 
scious that we have done & are still ready to Do as much for 
the support of our Mission as any people in Circumstances 
perhaps in Am', and which we are in a fair way of Increasing 
more & more, & are Struggling in our Infancy to provide 
a decent Place of Public Worship & a better Maintenance for 
our Pastors in time Coming, we would wish that the Society 
at this Critical Juncture will Generously enough come in to 
aid our Cheerful tho' weak Endeavors & Grant the Present 
Incumbent on their part, £50 Str. of Annual Salary, which 
considering the Labours of this Extensive Mission, & the 
Growing Expenses of Living is, w h all we can yet Contribute, 
but Moderate Encouragement for a Clergyman in it, & a 
narrow Subsistence for a Family. 

" Reading, as it is confessedly the Second Inland Town in 
Am*, & but of 17 years standing, has the most promising 
appearance of soon becoming the First, as the River Skuil- 
kill, on whose Banks it is pleasantly and commodiously Situ- 
ated, is in a Great part already Cleared for Navigation and 
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Trade to as far as the flourishing Metropolis of Philad*-— and 
as it adds to its Honour and Happiness that it has so early 
attracted the affectionate notice of the Most Venerable So- 
ciety — your Petitioners hope by their conduct on all Occasions 
to Shew themselves worthy of the Continuance of their Coun- 
tenance & Patronage. 

" To know the Success of our humble Petition, would not a 
little Contribute to forward our present Public Undertakings, 
& which we are confident will be totally marred in the Event 
of our worthy Missionary's Removing before they are fin- 
ished, which it is evident he will be reduced to the necessity 
of doing, under the present Circumstances. But this we 
would fain hope the Society in their abundant Care & Good- 
ness, will timeously prevent by Complying, if possible, to 
our so necessary and earnest Request, which w" all due defe- 
rence we Submit to their most Serious Consideration, & your 
Petitioners as in duty bound, shall ever pray, &C." 1 

Whatever feelings of discord existed in the congregation 
at an early day appear to have been entirely conquered by 
the efforts of the good missionary, for on the 20th of March, 
1772, he writes — 

"I have hardly anything new to communicate concerning 
my Parishioners. They continue orderly and quiet amidst 
the clamor & noise, contention & evil speaking of the German 
Colonists, who are the body of the people in this Frontier 
County." 

He then alludes to the troubles existing in other congre- 
gations, and closes with — 

" I expect we shall be in condition next Summer to build 
a church here, which is much wanted." 2 

It has always been alleged that the " Hawk farm," upon 
which the principal part of East Reading is now built, was 
the Parish Glebe, and the residence of the Missionary. 



1 In Bishop Persy's book the following names are signed to this petition : — 

} 
} 



James Dimer, 1 Church 



E. Piddle, J Wardens. 
John Patton, 

F. Price, ^ Vestrymen. 
Jas. Whitehead 

' Papers Relating to the History of the Chnrch in Pennsylvania. 
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As the dark days of the Revolution approachedy the rela- 
tions between the Rev. Mr. Murray — who was a loyalist— 
and his flock — who were intensely patriotic— became seriously 
disturbed. One of his prominent laymen, Edward Biddle, 
was Chairman of a Town Meeting as early as the 2d of July, 
1774, at which meeting several of the supporters of St. 
Mary's Parish figured. Resolutions were passed, which, 
while they breathed loyalty to King George, gave in no un- 
certain language the causes of what they considered the 
" bitter destruction of the liberties of America." A Com- 
mittee of Vigilance was formed, and in the spring of 177,5 
the reverend gentleman was summoned to appear before it. 
By a special act of kindness, due to his modest zeal and 
Christian life, he was given some time to depart. On the 
parish minutes he made the following note: "The money 
paid the Rev. Mr. Murray since, to the 20th July, 1775, after 
which he could no longer officiate in this part of his Mission 
agreeably to his ordination oaths, and Commission from the 
Society." He shortly after sailed for England. He returned 
to this country after the Revolution, was well received in 
Reading, which place he visited for a short time, and died 
of yellow fever in Philadelphia in 1793. He is buried in 
Christ Church yard, Second Street, Philadelphia. The follow- 
ing is the inscription on his tombstone:— 

Sacred 

To the Memory of 

The Beverend Doc r Alexander Murray, 

Born in North Britain, 

Educated in Kings College, 

Aberdeen. 

Departed this Life 

Septem' the 14th, 1793, aged 66. 

A truly honest Man, 

Reader, whoe'er thou art, 

Strive to attain his character. 

A Wit's a feather, and a Chief's a rod, 

An honest Man is the noblest work of God. 
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The parish was kept up during and after the Eevolution, 
but had a sickly existence. There was no one to officiate. 
James Eead represented St. Mary's Church at a meeting of 
clergy and laity held in Christ Church, Philadelphia, on the 
25th May, 1784, to form a representative body, this move- 
ment ending in the formation of the Diocese of Pennsylvania, 
of which Berks County was then a part, on the 24th of May, 
1785. 

The lot of James Diemer, before mentioned, became, at a 
very early date, a burial ground for the parishioners. On 
the 30th of November, 1815, this lot, given it is said by 
Mrs. Rebecca Price, wife of John Price, who had been one 
of the "Wardens of St. Mary's, was conveyed by James Dei- 
mer, also one of the Wardens, to James May, Marks John 
Biddle, and George Douglass, to be by them " held in trust 
for the erection of an Episcopal Church, whenever it should 
be found convenient, and as a burial place for the Episcopa- 
lians within the Town of Reading and vicinity, and for such 
other persons, not Episcopalians, as the Trustees shall permit 
to be buried therein, and for no other purpose whatever." 
The old name of St. Mary's was dropped, and the parish was 
named "Christ Church," after the venerable Church in Phila- 
delphia where Washington had worshipped , and whose Rec- 
tor, William White, had been Chaplain of the Continental 
Congress. A building committee was formed, in 1822, con- 
sisting of G-eorge deB. Keim, Nathaniel P. Hobart, and 
Benneville Keim, to which William Pendleton Orrick was 
afterwards added, and on the 10th of May, 1826, in the pre- 
sence of the Diocesan Convention, the Church was conse- 
crated by the Right Reverend Bishop White. 



